Effective time management has become increasingly important for managers as they seek to accomplish objectives in today's organizations, which have been restructured for efficiency while employing fewer people. Managers can improve their ability to manage time effectively by examining their attitudes toward time, analyzing time-wasting behaviors, and developing better time management skills. Managers can improve their performance and promotion potential with more effective time utilization. Strategies for improving time management skills are presented.
M
ANAGERS OFTEN COMPLAIN that they never get everything accomplished. Something always seems to occur which prevents them from completing tasks which they had hoped to finish the same day. As a result, they find themselves spending more hours at work while falling further behind. Everyone has exactly 24 hours per day to complete work and enjoy a personal life, and it is those with better time management skills who are able to get more accomplished.
This article discusses the importance of time management, reviews a number of time wasters, and offers tips for improving time management skills. Using time more effectively should enable managers to achieve a better balance between work and personal lives.
WHY TIME MANAGEMENT HAS BECOME MORE IMPORTANT
Time management skills have become increasingly important determinants of success for managers in today's organizations. Many health care organizations have downsized their operations and flattened their structures in an effort to achieve more efficient performance and reduce costs. Thus, effective time management skills are even more critical for managerial success in these newly restructured organizations for various reasons:
1. The downsized organization, with a flatter organizational structure, often results in a greater span-of-control for managers. They will have to use time more efficiently if they are to effectively supervise a greater number of employees. 2. A broader span-of-control makes it more difficult for managers to handle administrative responsibilities. Today's highly competitive environment has forced some organizations to eliminate as many staff positions as possible. Thus, more work is delegated to department managers, and this increases the administrative workload even if the span-ofcontrol has not actually increased. 3. A flatter structure makes it more difficult and challenging to communicate effectively with employees because it results in a greater emphasis on horizontal communications for coordination. The difficulty lies in the fact that, unlike formal vertical communication between employees and managers, there are few, if any, formal channels for horizontal communication. 
EXAMINING ONE'S ATTITUDE TOWARD TIME
What is one's perception of time? Is time valued as a resource, viewed as always being available in abundant supply, or thought of in any conscious manner? Does one simply progress from day to day, assuming everything will eventually be accomplished? Answers to these questions can help determine whether one is a good manager of time.
Good time managers appear to possess a heightened sense of time. This does not mean that they are clock watchers but rather that they are aware of time in general. They are cognizant of the fact that they have limited time and much to accomplish. They make conscious decisions regarding how they allocate time to various tasks. They do not permit others to decide how they will use their time.
Part of considering time is to examine the degree of one's respect toward it. This should be done from the standpoint of both manager and employee.
Respecting one's own time
Managers may feel guilty telling employees they cannot speak with them instantly when approached. They may feel guilty if they have to tell a superior something cannot be done immediately. However, if managers do not respect their own time, then others will not respect it. If managers do not place a priority on their time, others may take advantage of them. Such managers may find themselves forever serving others at the expense of accomplishing their own goals.
Managers project an image regarding their attitude about time. If employees perceive their manager has a cavalier attitude about time, they too will not value time highly.
Respecting employees' time
It is not enough for managers to respect their own time; they must also be considerate of employees' time. It is frustrating for employees when managers do not value their time. Employees also have many demands on their time. Managers who expect others to respect their time but make unreasonable demands on the time of others will not be held in high regard.
ANALYZING TIME-WASTING BEHAVIOR
How can managers analyze their behavior to determine circumstances that are robbing them of valuable time? Maintaining a time log can help reveal time wasters so that managers can learn to use their time more efficiently.
Maintaining a time log
Managers who state that they do not know where their time goes probably have no idea how they spend most of their time. To better control their time, managers must first learn how it is used.
Maintaining a time log means that managers actively account for how they spend their time throughout the course of each day for a certain period, perhaps 2 weeks. They should document how much time is spent doing various tasks. Upon arriving at work, managers should begin charting activities in time increments used throughout the day. This information enables them to ascertain exactly how much time is spent reading e-mail, speaking with employees, conducting meetings, writing reports, and so forth.
Discovering time wasters
No one is a perfect time manager. Everyone has time wasters which, if minimized or eliminated, can significantly improve performance. Often a manager is unaware of how much time is actually spent on various activities such as phone calls, talking with employees, socializing, or participating in meetings.
The use of a time log can help managers discover the time wasters in their work environment. Finding out where one spends time enables a manager to determine whether certain activities are consuming too much time and whether each activity is constructive. Most managers may find that they could use their time more effectively. For instance, while there is nothing inherently wrong in socializing with others, and indeed it could offer opportunities to improve communication through networking, socializing should be limited because it can readily reach a point where the cost outweighs the benefits.
Unnecessary meetings can be a significant time waster in today's organizations that increasingly emphasize accomplishing goals through team-oriented work systems and decision making. Managers should try to limit the number and types of committees on which they will serve and work to ensure that any participation will maximize their use of time in performing effectively.
IMPROVING TIME MANAGEMENT SKILLS
What can managers do to improve their time management skills? Several strategies are offered for consideration.
Establishing daily goals
A key to developing better time management skills is to establish clear goals on a daily basis. These goals should be written and retained for subsequent analysis so managers can go back and ascertain how well activities were planned and to what extent they were achieved. Such records also help managers to explain why certain activities were undertaken and describe their importance in accomplishing the job effectively. Additionally, daily goals should foster the achievement of long range goals necessary for effective performance in a manager's organizational role. These goals can be revised as necessary on a daily basis as events change and adjustment is required. The absence of daily goals makes it more difficult to analyze why things did or did not go well and may result in time controlling managers instead of vise-versa.
Prioritizing daily goals
Once goals are established, they should be prioritized. Managers should pursue goals in order of priority because unforeseen circumstances may arise and prevent accomplishment of all goals established for that day. Thus, managers may spend too much time on lowerpriority goals at the expense of more important ones.
Making a daily to-do list
Once goals are prioritized, managers should make a daily to-do list. This may be done at the beginning or end of the work day. A to-do list sets forth the activities which the manager expects to accomplish that day. Such a list may need to be revised for significant reasons. For example, an employee may call in sick, requiring an unplanned staffing meeting. A to-do list is important because it serves as a guide for the manager. Without it, a manager is more likely to forget something or become less focused.
Questioning procedures
When individuals are placed in managerial positions, they should initially understand what currently transpires in that department or work unit. Frequently, there are reports and procedures in place which have been required for a long time. Managers should review these with their superiors and question whether they should be discontinued. A particular report, for instance, may no longer serve any valid purpose. Just because something has been done in the past does not mean that it should continue to be done in the future.
Everything should be scrutinized; nothing is sacrosanct. With increased spans of control and staff shortages, most individuals in health care organizations today are experiencing increased workloads. Thus, managers and their employees cannot afford to perform unnecessary tasks.
Organizing
Organizing skills can be developed if one does not already possess them. These skills can be characterized as mental or physical.
Mental
Managers can learn to think in a logical format. If it helps to think in terms of presenting material to others, they should do so. Presentations consist of an introduction, a body, and a conclusion. People who think logically generally speak in a similar manner. Everyone knows someone who never seems to get to the point and talks all around a subject. This behavior consumes additional time because it requires others to ask more questions as they try to determine what the speaker actually means.
Physical
Being physically organized means looking at one's work space. Is it neatly arranged? Can one find things quickly? Or is a person required to spend time hunting for a report or folder? If so, this is a time waster. It is easier to put things away in a logical manner the first time. Paperwork should be filed in appropriate locations and retained only as required.
Establishing effective and efficient work routines
Managers should establish work routines which enable them to use time effectively and efficiently. Unless an urgent call must be acted upon, phone calls can be returned at certain times of the day. E-mail, too, can be answered at specific intervals, not continuously throughout the work day. Meetings can be scheduled at times when employees or others are less likely to prolong them, such as prior to lunch or just before the end of the day or shift. Always have an agenda so meetings remain focused. Managers should excuse themselves from meetings where their presence is not truly necessary.
One's office or work space should be arranged so that others do not linger. Managers can stand and not invite people to sit. Managers can tell them at the onset that they have limited time for discussion; this requires others to be organized and brief. If they linger, standing up should signal them that it is time to leave.
Managers should handle a document only once. When they retain paperwork and e-mail messages for reconsideration, they may be wasting time and reducing their efficiency. To the greatest extent possible, they should decide what action to take after the first reading. If a response is required, managers could delegate this responsibility to others if feasible. Managers could indicate the general nature of the reply and let others communicate it.
Additionally, managers should request that their names be removed from e-mail and mailing lists where applicable. They should not subscribe to publications they know they will not have time to read. Managers could forgo opening mail which they can ascertain from the return addresses is of no interest to them.
Multitasking
People often claim that they multitask. A commonly observed example is the person talking on a cellphone while driving to work. While multitasking may improve productivity, it can have a negative impact on quality as employees try to concentrate on several tasks simultaneously. People can be observed talking with a client or coworker on the phone and also responding to e-mail messages. One has to wonder just how it is possible to devote adequate attention to either task. It also sends the message to the listener that he or she is not important; people can usually hear the keyboard clicking over the telephone.
The point is that it very likely takes less time to do one thing at a time. One is able to devote full attention to the task at hand, and do it accurately and effectively.
Delegating
One's ability to delegate work can have a significant impact on managing time effectively. Some managers have a tendency to ''micro-manage'' the work of others and are reluctant to delegate. This results in a manager performing tasks that could be done by employees, providing less time for the manager to concentrate on other more important activities that should be accomplished. Managers should ask themselves if certain tasks should be delegated to others, and do so whenever possible with appropriate follow-up to ensure that accountabilities are achieved. This not only provides additional time for more significant activities, but it also provides training and development for subordinates, resulting in a win-win situation.
Attending and conducting meetings
Meetings seem to consume a large portion of a manager's time. There are appropriate ways to conduct meetings (or influence how others conduct meetings) which will decrease the amount of meeting time required.
Attending meetings
People may be so conditioned to attending meetings that they do so automatically. Managers should ascertain whether their presence is even necessary. Managers should also not require employees' attendance at meetings if not absolutely necessary.
Managers should ask for an agenda in advance if one is not provided, and review it along with any attachments. It is timewasting and frustrating when not everyone has read materials in preparation for the meeting.
One can assist the chairperson or moderator in keeping a meeting focused. One should not engage in social conversation but rather should ask questions intended to bring attention back to agenda items. One should not feel constrained to use up all of the allotted meeting time; if less time is required, people can return to work earlier.
Conducting meetings
Moderators should always prepare an agenda and distribute it prior to the meeting. One should solicit input in advance if possible and circulate this with the agenda. Doing so decreases time required for discussion at meetings. If people are unprepared, moderators should not use meeting time to allow them to catch up by reading material for the first time. Unprepared attendees should be ignored and, if necessary, spoken to privately. One should follow the agenda and not allow attendees to digress. Individuals should not be permitted to use meetings as a complaint forum or to promote their own interests. One should only invite people to meetings who have a reason to attend and not waste the time of those who have no need to be present. Meetings should be held at times when convenient for most attendees. Managers should be respectful of personal time; people do not appreciate staying late or coming in early.
CONCLUSION
To improve one's performance and promotion potential, especially in today's organizations that often require managers to supervise a larger number of employees, effective time management has become more important.
Managers should become more aware of how they use their time; identify and correct timewasting behaviors; and improve their time management skills overall.
Effective time management strategies benefit everyone in the organization. Managers who use time well are better organized. They are able to spend more time with subordinates on the important elements of employees' jobs, thus helping to improve performance. Managers who are in control of their own jobs are likely to be viewed positively by their superiors.
Good time management skills can reap benefits beyond the job. Managers can achieve a better balance between their organizational roles and personal lives while developing improved relationships with family and friends.
